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IHES, 35, Route de Chartres, 91440 Bures-sur-Yvette, France
When we remember a fellow scientist, it is natural to think of the honors received at the
end of his or her career, and one thus gets the image of an important elderly person. This is,
however, not how I like to think of Floris Takens. I interacted with him when we were both fairly
young, and preoccupied with scientific problems – understanding the nature of things – rather
than with the thought of becoming important academicians. I would like to evoke the carefree
atmosphere of the discussions that led us to write “On the Nature of Turbulence”. Floris and I had
a common interest in hyperbolic dynamical systems, about which Rene´ Thom and Steve Smale
had been lecturing at the IHES. I also had spent some time trying to learn about hydrodynamics
from the book of Landau and Lifshitz. I was however dissatisfied with Landau’s interpretation
of turbulence as a quasi-periodic time evolution resulting from successive Hopf bifurcations
affecting different “modes” of a fluid. A quasi-periodic time evolution is in fact not structurally
stable: Floris and I thought that quasi-periodic dynamics could be perturbed into dynamics with
a “strange attractor”, one of the strange objects discussed by Steve Smale, that looked a lot more
turbulent than the quasi-periodic motion. We succeeded in showing how strange attractors could
indeed appear by perturbation of quasi-periodic motions (this would later be called the quasi-
periodic pathway to chaos); we wrote a paper in this and submitted it for publication. The paper
was rejected, but since I also was a journal editor, I refereed it and accepted it without further
ado. This paper “On the Nature of Turbulence” is apparently the first place where the phrase
“strange attractor” appears in print. People later asked Floris and me which one of us had put the
two words together. The answer is that neither of us remembered. This is what I have in mind
when I speak of our carefree attitude, as is the fact that I refereed and accepted for publication
a paper of which I was a co-author (very, very bad!). Our paper “On the Nature Of Turbulence”
attracted more attention than Floris and I expected but, to our surprise, many people thought that
it was wrong! This was in fact excellent for us because we did not have to wage priority fights
to defend the paternity of our ideas. (The important work of Ed Lorenz was acknowledged when
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it became known outside of the meteorological community.) Little by little the idea of strange
attractors in physics became popular, and it received the name of “chaos”. Floris continued to
work on the subject by studying the reconstruction of dynamics from time series. I worked in
other directions, and we no longer collaborated scientifically. But I would see Floris regularly at
the IMPA in Rio de Janeiro. Here is the image that I shall keep of him: Floris is standing with
a glass of batida in his hand, and a grin on his face, and speaks at leisure with his hearty Dutch
accent. The question he discusses may be mathematical or non-mathematical, anything in fact
that has caught his fancy. Whatever it is, you listen, because what he says is intelligent, deeply
thought, and up to the point.
